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Abstract in English 
 i 
Abstract in English 
The black autobiography plays an influential role in African American literature. 
It is the most quintessential and prominent literary genre to understand ―the deep 
cadences of the Afro-American being‖ (Cudjoe 272), in which the black 
autobiographers denounce the brutality of slavery, describe their unremitting struggles 
against slavery for freedom in the white-dominated society, explore the crippling 
social and psychological effects of the history of slavery on the blacks and continue to 
reveal the racial discrimination that blacks have suffered in the modern era. However, 
before the 20
th
 century, most of black autobiographies were written by black males. In 
the black male autobiographies, the real living conditions of black women were not 
fully expressed. The strength and power of black women were ignored due to the 
male autobiographers‘ patriarchal ideologies until some black women use the weapon 
of writing autobiography to give themselves a new self-definition. In this dissertation, 
I will explore the new breakthrough in African American autobiographical writings 
which is embodied in American black women‘s autobiographies, especially in Zora 
Neale Hurston‘s Dust Tracks on a Road, Maya Angelou‘s I Known Why the Caged 
Bird Sings and Lorene Cary‘s Black Ice.  
 American black autobiography bears some characteristics which are different 
from those of white autobiography. Influenced by its earliest form—the slave 
narratives, American black autobiography follows certain patterns in both themes and 
structures. The most important feature of Amerian black autobiography lies in its 
political consciousness—taking on the responsibility of fighting against the atrocity of 
slavery and devoting to the cause of liberation for the black race. As a result, the voice 
of self in black autobiography is combined with the voice of the collective community.   
However, despite the conventional patterns set by the slave narratives, the black 
autobiographical writing is a dynamic process of revising its traditions, because the 
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selfhood, slavery and freedom. Black women‘s autobiographies also contribute to the 
revision of the traditions of American black autobiography.  
Besides, American black women‘s autobiographies, as an integrated part of 
African American literature, have changed the muteness of black women in 
Afro-American literature. In their autobiographical writings, black women subvert 
their stereotyped images in black male autobiographies. The autobiographical writing 
has become a crucial instrument for black women to claim their identity and redefine 
their subjectivity.  
American black women‘s autobiographies not only share some elements of the 
tradition of American black autobiography, but also bear some unique characteristics 
of their own. On the one hand, like American black male autobiographers, American 
black women autobiographers shoulder the responsibility of expressing their political 
consciousness. On the other hand, American black women‘s autobiography is 
different from American black male autobiography. American black male 
autobiographers attribute their success to their individual initiative and capability, 
while black women celebrate the intimate female bonding, the influential role of 
motherhood and sisterhood. American black women autobiographers put emphasis on 
correcting the stereotyped female images embodied in American black male 
autobiography, depicting themselves not as helpless victims, but as human beings 
with a sense of dignity and strong will, with awareness of independence and spirit of 
optimism, and with a sense of responsibility to pass on their black culture. Meanwhile, 
American black women‘s autobiographies also revise the tradition of women‘s 
autobiography and describe much more complicated experiences of American black 
women.   
Hurston, Angelou and Cary are such American black autobiographers who, by 
describing their quest for self-definition, personal autonomy and the struggle for their 
liberation and triumphs, have presented a powerful and profound aspect of African 
American life. These three books are representative American black women 
autobiographies of different ages: Hurston‘s Dust Tracks on a Road is representative 
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Why the Caged Bird Sings in the late sixties and thereafter; Lorene Cary‘s Black Ice 
can be regarded as the representative black female autobiography in the 1990s and 
thereafter, in which the black women writers continue to use the autobiography genre 
to document black women‘s lives in modern times and attempt to fulfill the dreams of 
their elder generations. These three autobiographies differ from each other in their 
thematic concerns and narrative strategies, but they are related to each other in some 
way, sharing some differences as well as similarities. 
Hurston‘s Dust Tracks on a Road has received harsh and unsympathetic criticism 
since it was published, because it has subverted the tradition of American black 
autobiography in both content and form. In fact, as a devoted anthropologist and a 
passionate folklorist, Hurston cherishes an affectionate love for the richness of the 
culture of her race. More importantly, Hurston understands well the African trope of 
signifyin(g). The autobiographical text can be viewed as a play on her readers, 
especially on her white readers. It is a result of mediating a dual readership—both the 
white bourgeois readership and a readership from the Afro-American intelligentsia.  
In my opinion, the trope of signifyin(g) is the most important narrative strategy in this 
autobiography, which is also the key to the understanding of the real meaning 
underneath the veil.  
Then, what is Hurston signifyin(g) by writing this autobiography? What Hurston 
really intends to do is to represent the richness, the diversity and the vitality of  black 
folk culture to the readers in spite of the risk of being attacked for her egoism. 
Influenced by her mentor, the celebrated anthropologist Franz Boas, Hurston develops 
her view of cultural fluidity and hybridity, firmly believing that no culture is inferior 
to any other cultures. While collecting black folklores, Hurston is amazed to find that 
black culture is a thriving culture and is fascinated by its remarkable enchantment. 
 Although Hurston was not contemporary with Frantz Fanon, some of her cultural 
ideas were echoed by Fanon in his prominent work Black Skin, White Mask. In this 
respect, Hurston and Fanon express similar ideas in terms of the concept of race and 
have similar attitudes towards the black history of slavery. In Dust Tracks on a Road, 
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some beliefs of black culture. In fact, Hurston just adopts the strategy of signifyin(g) 
to resist Western cultural hegemony and white cultural imperialism. By using the 
strategy of signifyin(g) and other techniques of oral tradition, Hurston turns her 
autobiography into a speakerly text, describing her hometown Eatonville as the 
representative town of black culture, the source of her spirit. Hurston observes that 
hybridity is an important feature of African American culture.   
Among the six serial autobiographies by Angelou, her first autobigraphy I Know 
Why the Caged Bird Sings is considered as a paradigm of black autobiographies in 
that it follows the traditions of both black male and black female autobiographies, and  
the prototypal thematic and structural patterns set by the salve narrative, but 
meanwhile, Angelou‘s autobiographies have transcended the tradition of black 
autobiography in some sense. 
In I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, just like other American black 
autobiographies, Angelou expressed clearly her political consciousness, combining 
her personal experiences as a Southern Black girl growing up in the 1930s with the 
racial subordination and impotence of black communities. Angelou explores the 
traditional themes in American black autobiography: Struggling for freedom from the 
social, economic and other forms of enslavement. I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings 
narrates how the black girl Maya who lost her freedom like a caged bird struggled 
hard for survival and celebrated her triumphs in seeking for freedom. This is a record 
of a journey from enslavement to freedom and a song of transcendence. In the 
autobiography, Angelou reveals the impotence of the black community. But 
meanwhile, she also realizes the strength of the community which derives from the 
rich black cultures, from the religious activities, from what Joanna Braxton terms as 
the strong ―outraged mothers‖ like Mrs. Henderson, Mrs. Flowers and Angelou‘s 
mother, etc. Those elements are all crucial in turning young Maya, a black girl 
experiencing displacement, isolation and the trauma caused by rape, into an 
independent girl full of optimism, courage and hope.  
On the other hand, I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings surpasses the tradition of 
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literature. Angelou‘s cross-genre serial autobiographies are innovations in American 
black autobiographical writing. In her serial autobiographies, there is the mixture of 
different genres including proses, travelling narratives and novels, the merging of 
realism and modernism, the blending of fact and fiction, etc. Besides, Angelou 
employs some fiction narrative skills such as careful development of themes, 
deliberate selection of setting and plot, etc. Other narrative techniques such as 
imagination, irony, humor and self-parody are also employed to make the narration 
more dramatic and to help Angelou achieve an unexpected effect. In addition, 
Angelou‘s autobiography has achieved universal meaning because what is narrated is 
not only a story of a black girl, because the autobiography is not only a black 
autobiography or a woman‘s autobiography, it is about the experience of mankind, a 
human being. Just as Angelou puts it herself, when she speaks to the black experience, 
she is always talking about the human condition, about how human beings can endure, 
dream, fail and still survive. 
Lorene Cary’s Black Ice furthers Hurston‘s exploration of the concept of cultural 
hybridity and the possibility of crossing the racial divide. In Black Ice, Lorene Cary 
dwells on the psychological effect of the history of blacks on her,  one of the first 
black students in the elite school of St. Paul‘s. In effect, the autobiography can be 
considered as an exploration of how the burden of the history of slavery has caused an 
everlasting psychological trauma in the minds of blacks in modern times. Fortunately, 
fifteen years later when Cary comes back to the school to work as a Trustee, she 
seems to have found out the way to strike the balance between black culture and white 
culture. Homi Bhabha‘s theories of cultural hybridity and liminal negotiation can help 
us explain her exploring the possibility of crossing the racial dividing line.  
By clinging to black culture and drawing strength from the black tradition, 
especially black oral tradition, Cary finds her identity by exploring the liminal space 
and taking advantage of her marginal position as a black. She plays the role of both a 
black teacher and a crossover artist. Black culture and white culture interact and 
enrich each other, with black culture becoming an indispensable part of American 
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America instead.  
In these three autobiographies, the autobiographers employ different narrative 
strategies. Main American literary thoughts have exerted an influence on Angelou and 
Hurston in their autobiographical writings. There is a touch of realism in Angelou‘s I 
Know Why the Caged Bird Sings and modernism in Hurston‘s Dust Tracks on a Road. 
In addition, Hurston uses other narrative strategies such as unreliability, dual 
readership and the Afro-American trope of signifyin(g) in Dust Tracks on a Road. As 
for I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, the problem of narrative perspective is also 
worth examining. Meanwhile, I elucidate the quest for oral tradition in the three 
autobiographies: the blues aesthetics in I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, the 
spearkerly text in Dust Tracks on a Road, and the function of storytelling in Black Ice.  
In short, the three autobiographies have made new breakthroughs for the 
American black autobiographies. American black women have created their unique 
traditions of black women‘s autobiography by both inheriting and revising the 
tradition of American black autobiography and have enlarged the scope of black 
autobiography as a genre. The autobiographical writing serves as a vehicle for black 
women‘s free storytelling.  
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